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Over the past four decades, the United States has continuously sought to
change the behavior or the governing system of the Islamic Republic of Iran.
In recent years, theorists have introduced a new type of conflict known as
hybrid warfare, which has become the core strategic approach of the United
States toward various countries, including Iran. One of the key instruments of
this war is modern diplomacy, through which the United States advances its
policies toward Iran using various methods such as public, military, coercive,
track-two, economic, media, and cyber diplomacy. The central question of this
study is: what are the roles, applications, and impacts of the components of
modern diplomacy in the U.S. hybrid war against Iran? The hypothesis of this
research posits that modern diplomacy, as one of the main tools of the U.S.
hybrid warfare against Iran, plays a significant role in achieving the United
States’ strategic objectives. This diplomacy seeks to influence public opinion,
governments, and international organizations through diverse mechanisms in
order to secure U.S. interests. The research adopts a descriptive-explanatory
method, and the findings indicate that the United States has utilized instruments
such as public diplomacy through institutions like the National Iranian
American Council (NIAC) and advisory councils, track-two diplomacy with
three approaches—conciliation, deterrence, and war—military diplomacy,
coercive diplomacy, and cyber diplomacy through platforms such as Twitter
and Instagram. These results demonstrate that the U.S. approach in hybrid
warfare represents a combination of hard, semi-hard, and soft instruments
within the framework of diplomacy.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

In the aftermath of World War Il, the United States adopted an enduring strategy aimed at
extending its geopolitical hegemony globally, particularly in regions of strategic importance such as the
Middle East. Iran, due to its location and resource wealth, became a central arena for American influence
beginning with the 1953 coup d’état, which restored the Pahlavi regime and reinforced U.S. dominance
in Iran’s political and economic affairs. This relationship culminated in widespread dissatisfaction among
Iranians, leading to the 1979 Islamic Revolution and a subsequent rupture in bilateral ties (Abdollahkhani
& Kardan, 2011). Since that turning point, Washington has persistently sought to change Iran’s behavior
or political system through multifaceted strategies, the most recent and complex of which is hybrid
warfare. This mode of warfare combines hard, semi-hard, and soft power instruments to undermine
adversaries without direct confrontation. Within this framework, modern diplomacy serves as a critical
mechanism for influencing public opinion, manipulating perceptions, and shaping global narratives about
Iran. Hybrid warfare merges military, cyber, informational, and diplomatic components to pursue political
objectives indirectly. The United States’ approach since 2015 has reflected a sophisticated synthesis of
coercion, negotiation, and public communication designed to weaken Iran’s regional influence and
internal stability. Thus, diplomacy in its modern form has transformed from a channel of negotiation into
a strategic instrument embedded in warfare doctrine, orchestrating political, economic, and psychological
pressure to achieve compliance without conventional warfare.

The theoretical foundation of hybrid warfare underscores the blending of conventional and
unconventional tools to achieve strategic aims through ambiguity and deniability. Unlike classical warfare
defined by direct military confrontation, hybrid conflict employs overlapping domains—economic
sanctions, propaganda, cyberattacks, and diplomatic isolation—to exhaust and destabilize the target
(Shiroudi, 2006). The modern U.S. hybrid strategy against Iran aims not to wage open war but to induce
systemic erosion through coordinated measures involving state and non-state actors. In this context,
diplomacy has evolved beyond traditional statecraft to incorporate new domains such as cyber diplomacy,
media influence, and track-two initiatives involving think tanks, NGOs, and lobbying organizations. This
“Revolution in Diplomatic Affairs,” following the revolutions in commerce and military domains, has
redefined global interaction paradigms (Arquilla & Ronfeldt, 2009). The U.S. uses this model to engage
multiple stakeholders simultaneously—international organizations, civil society, and digital
communities—to legitimize its pressure campaigns. Scholars describe modern diplomacy as a networked
enterprise of state and non-state actors leveraging information technologies and soft-power strategies
(Ashna & Jafari Haftkhani, 2007; Ghanbari Salhashur, 2018). In this interconnected ecosystem, transparency,
mass communication, and multilateral engagement have replaced secrecy and exclusivity. The United
States, by deploying this multi-dimensional diplomacy, seeks to shape the psychological environment of
decision-making within Iran, disrupt its alliances, and build international consensus against it, thereby
achieving strategic containment through the facade of normative engagement (Golshan Pajouh, 2011).

From a neo-realist perspective, the U.S. pursuit of hybrid diplomacy against Iran aligns with the
principle of survival and security maximization under an anarchic international order (Wilson, 2008). Neo-
realists view the state as the core actor safeguarding national interests through power balancing rather than
moral or ideological considerations. For Washington, Iran’s revolutionary ideology and regional influence
represent systemic disruptions requiring containment. Thus, U.S. hybrid diplomacy seeks to ensure regime
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security for itself and its allies through coercive engagement. Central to this approach is the manipulation
of security narratives—portraying Iran as a global threat to justify military build-ups, sanctions, and
information campaigns. Unlike traditional diplomacy, which aims at cooperation, this form of diplomacy
weaponizes engagement by using dialogue, sanctions, and information exchange as instruments of control.
This realist underpinning is reflected in the systematic use of economic warfare, psychological operations,
and diplomatic isolation as tools for maintaining the American-centered order. The neo-realist assumption
that states inherently compete for power has justified Washington’s persistent use of hybrid warfare to
maintain strategic dominance while avoiding the costs of open conflict. The interplay between realist
strategy and modern diplomatic innovation thus manifests as a calibrated effort to weaken Iran’s cohesion,
erode its deterrence, and reconfigure its behavior under sustained pressure.

Empirically, the United States operationalized modern diplomacy against Iran through multiple
channels, most notably public diplomacy, track-two diplomacy, military diplomacy, coercive diplomacy,
media diplomacy, and cyber diplomacy. Public diplomacy, executed through semi-governmental and non-
governmental organizations, aimed to shape perceptions of Iran’s internal and external legitimacy.
Institutions such as the National Iranian American Council (NIAC), advisory boards, and the National
Endowment for Democracy have acted as intermediaries for U.S. outreach efforts, engaging diasporic
communities and civil society groups to promote narratives of reform and dissent (Abdollahkhani & Kardan,
2011; Ranjkash, 2021). Through targeted messaging, Washington sought to foster divisions within Iran and
influence elites and youth populations toward pro-Western ideals. Propaganda and psychological warfare
campaigns amplified this effect by spreading selective truths and disinformation (Ahangari, 2011; Joneidi,
2011). Parallelly, track-two diplomacy facilitated unofficial dialogues between American and Iranian
academics and policymakers, structured around three paradigms—conciliation, deterrence, and regime
change (Karimi Fard & Labkhand, 2017). Think tanks and research institutions such as the Nixon Center
and Heritage Foundation shaped these exchanges by advocating strategic containment or engagement,
depending on the U.S. administration’s orientation (Fitzpatrick, 2008; Nixon Center, 2004). These efforts
were complemented by military diplomacy, which framed deterrence as a tool of peace while expanding
U.S. military presence in the Persian Gulf (Tabatabai & Asmani, 2020). Through security pacts and regional
coalitions, Washington institutionalized Iran’s encirclement, simultaneously reinforcing its dominance
and legitimizing containment.

Coercive diplomacy represented another critical vector of hybrid engagement. By substituting
open warfare with economic and diplomatic compulsion, the United States sought to achieve submission
through sustained threat and pressure (Asadi, 2008; Omidy, 2017). This strategy combined economic
sanctions, military intimidation, and conditional negotiations, epitomized by the “maximum pressure”
campaign under President Donald Trump. Following the U.S. withdrawal from the Joint Comprehensive
Plan of Action (JCPOA) in May 2018, Washington reimposed extensive sanctions designed to cripple
Iran’s economy and provoke social unrest (Pompeo, 2018). Coercion extended to energy exports, banking
transactions, and diplomatic access, forcing Tehran into reactive diplomacy. These measures were
reinforced by media diplomacy, where networks like Radio Farda and Voice of America disseminated
content framing Iran as an authoritarian and failing state (Hatami Rad, 2007; Ranjbaran, 2009). Similarly,
satellite television and foreign news agencies such as BBC Persian, CNN, and Reuters produced narratives
amplifying internal dissent and economic hardship (Ghanbari Salhashur, 2018). The media’s role in hybrid




warfare transcended propaganda—it served as a global instrument of legitimacy for American policies
while delegitimizing Iran’s government. Through emotional storytelling and selective framing, these
channels normalized perceptions of Iran as a threat requiring containment and intervention.

The rise of digital networks transformed hybrid warfare further by introducing cyber diplomacy
as a decisive front. Social media platforms such as Twitter, Instagram, and YouTube became extensions
of American diplomatic messaging (Movahedian, 2016; Toofan, 2017). Cyber diplomacy operated through
three mechanisms: building global trust through digital engagement, connecting directly with citizens in
target states, and creating narratives that aligned with U.S. interests. The U.S. State Department’s Persian-
language social media accounts and direct communications from American leaders exemplified this tactic.
Donald Trump’s Persian tweets during the 2019 protests, praising Iranian demonstrators and condemning
the government, were emblematic of psychological influence operations aimed at inciting unrest (Trump,
2019). Similarly, the use of YouTube and Instagram allowed the dissemination of anti-government
narratives portraying Iran’s leadership as repressive and its policies as self-destructive. The cyber domain
also facilitated covert activities—surveillance, information theft, and digital sabotage—enhancing the
non-kinetic reach of American power. Through these means, the United States expanded hybrid warfare
into the psychological and cultural spheres of Iranian society, making modern diplomacy inseparable from
information warfare. This synthesis of diplomatic language, digital manipulation, and algorithmic
amplification redefined the battlefield, where perception management replaced traditional combat and the
struggle for legitimacy became central to victory.

In conclusion, the findings of this study reveal that the United States has systematically employed
modern diplomacy as an integrated component of hybrid warfare to weaken the Islamic Republic of Iran
across political, economic, cultural, and psychological dimensions. This multifaceted strategy merges
coercive measures with communicative power, reshaping global perceptions and domestic sentiments
simultaneously. Modern diplomacy, once confined to negotiation and representation, now functions as an
operational weapon in geopolitical conflict. Through public, cyber, and coercive diplomacy, Washington
has constructed a sustained pressure architecture aimed at isolating Iran while legitimizing its own actions
internationally. Countering such a multidimensional campaign requires Iran to adopt an equally hybrid
defensive strategy—developing coordinated responses that integrate informational, cyber, and diplomatic
resilience. Strategic participation in international and regional organizations, active narrative construction,
and proactive cyber engagement are essential for balancing the asymmetric dynamics of this ongoing
conflict. The interplay between hybrid warfare and modern diplomacy underscores the transformation of
international relations in the 21st century, where words, images, and digital networks have become as
potent as weapons on the battlefield.
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